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A Research Proposal on Mental Health Among College Students
Introduction
Background to the Problem
This study will examine the state of mental health among college students. In recent years, there has been an increase in mental illnesses among college students (Pedrelli et al., 2015), who form close to a third of all the young adults in the U.S. (Vankim & Nelson, 2013). The increased levels of poor mental health among college students have mostly been ascribed to the adjustment period during which these young adults settle into college, which is marked by difficulties in conforming to their new environments aside from the pressure to perform well in their studies (Vankim & Nelson, 2013). Furthermore, the average college student often takes on some form of employment, which may provide unfamiliar pressure (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Additionally, many college students may experience living with other individuals from contrasting backgrounds, together with the challenges of maintaining important relationships with those of the opposite sex (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Accordingly, college students are more predisposed to mental states that could detrimentally affect their psychological and cognitive well-being (Vankim & Nelson, 2013).
For college students, poor mental well-being is often associated with or worsened by the absence of quality assistance (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Although most college students have an elementary conception of mental health, there is a general knowledge deficit in the specific dynamics of mental wellness, such as the symptoms of mental illnesses, as well as the diagnosis and treatment of mental illnesses. At the same time, there has been an increase in interest surrounding mental health among adolescents, which has led to more diagnoses of mental illnesses among young adults entering college (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Moreover, institutional guidance and advice facilities in recent years have noted a substantial rise in mental issues such as cognitive disorders, self-harm behavior, feeding complications, drug abuse, and violent behavior (Pedrelli et al, 2015). The severity of these complications is worsened by a sense of helplessness among college students who do not fully understand how they can be helped to overcome these illnesses. Additionally, the societal stigma around mental illnesses could negatively contribute to their efforts in seeking help for their conditions.
The topic of study was of interest to me because I believe that the decline in mental well-being among college students is a crisis that needs to be addressed for a mentally healthy society in the future. Severe mental illnesses in individuals often occur during the post-adolescent period (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Among college students, the most common illnesses include anxiety disorders, depression, feeding complications, cognitive and other neurologic complications (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Nonetheless, there has been an increase in other minor disorders which should not be ignored. Consequently, there is a significant requirement for psychological assistance for college students, which implies a need for the recruitment of more counselors and high-quality training among them (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Additionally, age-specific psychological help is needed to cater to all the individuals suffering from mental illnesses (Pedrelli et al., 2015).
Purpose of the Study
This study will be mainly aimed at exploring the preponderance of poor mental health among college students. More specifically, the rampancy of mental illnesses in this population will be examined (Auerbach et al., 2016). Nonetheless, the study will compare the fractions of these illnesses that occurred before and after college admission to understand the effect of the participants’ adjustments to the college environment on their mental health (Auerbach et al., 2016). Furthermore, the study will elaborate on the college students’ conceptions of mental health and what informs them by analyzing their definitions of concepts such as the symptoms of mental illnesses, the treatment alternatives, and their effectiveness. Additionally, the features that predispose college students to mental health complications will be examined. In this, the main factors that have contributed to the decline of mental health among college students in previous years will be determined, and how these factors lead to poor mental health (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010).
This study will also be aimed at examining the current measures being taken to treat mental health disorders among college students, how effective these measures have been in recent years, and how they can be improved. Additionally, the study will identify the factors that prevent mentally ill college students from seeking help, with specific emphasis on shame and stigma around mental health among college students. The study will further elaborate on why college students attach a stigma to mental illnesses. Also, the study will reveal how college students’ relationships with other people in their lives influence their mental well-being. More specifically, the role of family, friends, and college staff in influencing the students’ mental health will be identified. Moreover, the study will reveal how college environments can be set up to support the mental well-being of their students.
Significance of the Problem
The purpose of the study will be to offer practical suggestions to improve the mental well-being of college students because of their prominent position in society as the future labor force and general society members. It can be argued that college students are at the most crucial point in their lives since they are trying to figure out the desired direction for their lives. As such, colleges provide an avenue through which many individuals can be accessed at this crucial post-adolescent point to lay the foundation for positive mental health in the future (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). Furthermore, college programs can be targeted to incorporate a multifaceted approach that involves learning about mental health. This will help counter the current societal misconceptions regarding mental well-being, such as the notion that a mentally healthy individual only experiences favorable emotions and is in a constant state of productive behaviors (Galderisi et al., 2015). Consequently, college students can be essential in altering the general public conceptions of mental well-being as well as informing society of the sustainable lifestyle changes that can be implemented to secure the mental health of subsequent generations. 
Specific Study Objectives
The following will be the objectives of this study:
1. I would like to find out the level of mental well-being among college students.
2. I would like to find out the current conceptions of mental health among college students.
3. I would like to elaborate on the factors that contribute to poor mental well-being among college students.
4. I would like to find out how college environments influence the mental well-being of college students.
5. I would like to determine the factors preventing mentally ill college students from seeking help.
Conceptual Framework
Theoretical Perspective
I believe that the conception of mental health among college students is a reflection of the general public understanding of the topic. Fundamentally, college students adopt most of the societal standards regarding crucial aspects of life, which include mental health. Furthermore, the average college student is at their post-adolescent stage where they are old enough to understand societal conceptions but still lack a rigid outlook towards life and can therefore be influenced to change their minds. As such, since the average member of society has a fairly poor understanding of mental health due to a lack of access to scientific data on the topic, it can be projected that the average college student has a poor understanding of various aspects of mental health such as the various disorders and how treatment against mental illnesses works. Consequently, I believe that the poor understanding of mental health among college students relates to their negative mental health status and reluctance to seek help when they suffer from mental illnesses.
I also believe that the mental well-being of college students determines their academic outcomes and other general aspects of life. Mental health is associated with not only an optimistic attitude towards life but also basic confidence in handling day-to-day tasks such as learning. Additionally, the mental well-being of an individual determines their basic capacity to form meaningful connections with other individuals around them, thereby influencing the amount of social support that they are likely to receive. Consequently, college students with positive mental health are more likely to have favorable outcomes in their academic performances and relationships with other individuals, thus enhancing their quality of life. 
Definition of Concepts
In this study, the term college students will be specified to individuals between the ages of 18-24 years who are actively enrolled in a learning program at a college. This will include individuals of all genders. As for the definition of mental health, this study will employ the one outlined by the World Health Organization, which is “a state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and can make a contribution to his or her community” (Galderisi et al., 2015). Additionally, a three-faceted definition of mental health explained by Galderisi et al. (2015) will be used in this study. In this definition, mental health is made up of one’s affective state, cognitive condition, and one’s capacity to form connections with other people (Galderisi et al., 2015). While affective health relates to the prevalence of favorable feelings of joy and optimism towards one’s existence, cognitive wellness relates to one’s capacity to overcome basic day-to-day challenges and tasks (Galderisi et al., 2015).
Moreover, in this study, the term mental illnesses will be used to define any disorders that impair one’s ability to “utilize their abilities in harmony with the universal values of society” (Galderisi et al., 2015). Nonetheless, this definition of mental illness does not include normal negative feelings, thought patterns, or behaviors that are considered part of our existence (Galderisi et al., 2015). As such, the treatment of mental illnesses will be used to refer to any medical or psychological interventions provided after the diagnosis of mental illness in an individual. In the study, the term matriculation will be used to refer to the official process of getting accepted to a college to study a particular program (Merriam Webster, n.d.). Consequently, the pre-matriculation period, in this case, will be the period before individuals are accepted to a college.
Literature Review
Previous studies on the mental health of college students have mainly concentrated on the states of mental wellness in this population and the various factors contributing to these states. In a study by Pedrelli et al. (2015) about the mental health problems and treatment considerations among college students, it was concluded that mental health issues are highly prevalent among college students. This was similar to the results from a study by Auerbach et al. (2016) which noted that many college students had mental illnesses, although most of these conditions began before matriculation. As such, Auerbach et al. (2016) proposed that the pre-matriculation tension associated with the possibility of not getting accepted to college could be a major cause of poor mental health among college students. Nonetheless, the study by Auerbach et al. (2016) was not accurate in estimating when the students began their college education. Conversely, Pedrelli et al. (2015) implicated college-related stress due to the pressure associated with attaining favorable grades and the transition into the new environment as a possible major risk factor for mental illnesses and issues regarding drug abuse. Zhang (2017) also found that an educational system focused on performance outcomes could be responsible for poor mental well-being among college students.
Regarding additional factors contributing to poor mental well-being among college students, Vankim & Nelson (2013) studied the relationship between physical activity and the mental health of college students. Their study noted that rigorous physical exercise could contribute to better mental well-being and reduced anxiety (Vankim & Nelson, 2013). Similarly, Bhochhibhoya (2014) found that higher levels of physical activity were associated with better mental well-being among college students. He also noted that higher emotional intelligence relates to better mental health (Bhochhibhoya, 2014). As such, there seems to be a general agreement that physical activity enhances positive mental health outcomes among college students. Nonetheless, the research was inconclusive at best regarding how the various factors specifically influence mental well-being among college students.
Regarding the treatment of mental illnesses among college students, Auerbach et al. (2016) concluded that there is a significant shortage of quality treatment alternatives available to college students. In the same study, it was also found that very few college students were likely to seek help for mental illnesses (Auerbach et al., 2016). Vankim & Nelson (2013) proposed that various peer support initiatives aimed at improving or sustaining habits that enhanced the physical activity levels of college students could help improve mental health and reduce perceived stress as well as maintain physical health. Besides, mental health and stress management interventions could potentially include physical activity components combined with social support (Vankim & Nelson, 2013). The most common treatment options mentioned against mental illnesses are pharmacotherapeutic agents and counseling (Pedrelli et al., 2015).
Pedrelli et al. (2015) also found that college students were highly unlikely to look for assistance for their mental illnesses and were frequently inconsistent during the therapy process. In the same study, it was concluded that various factors hindered college students from seeking counseling for mental illnesses, such as their denial of the signs associated with mental disorders, the absence of quality treatment options, and a generally poor understanding of mental health (Pedrelli et al., 2015). As such, Pedrelli et al. (2015) proposed that technological tools such as social network platforms can be used to urge more college students to seek treatment against their mental illnesses. Similarly, Zhang (2017) concluded that useful connections on social network platforms such as Facebook could enhance mental well-being among college students. To enhance treatment-seeking, Pedrelli et al. (2015) proposed that a joint effort between the college counseling centers and professional psychological workers could enhance the recognition and treatment of college students with severe mental illnesses.
From the relevant literature, there is a consensus that various crucial aspects of mental health among college students are not well understood. Hunt & Eisenberg (2010) note that although we have learned more about mental health among college students, much is still unknown regarding how society influences college students’ perceptions of mental well-being. There is also a lack of consensus regarding the effect of the college environment on college students’ mental health. Similarly, few studies address how the college environment can be modified to enhance mental well-being among their students. Additionally, there is a deficit of literature addressing the current college-based programs aimed at enhancing mental well-being among college students, their efficacy, and how they can be improved. Finally, few researchers elaborate on the gender-based differences in mental well-being among college students. 
Hypotheses
	The primary hypotheses for the study include H1: There is a significant correlation between a poor understanding of mental health and negative mental health states among college students; H2: Mental well-being is a strong predictor of college students’ academic outcomes and overall well-being; H3: The stigma attached to mental illnesses significantly influences college students’ capacity to seek for assistance when suffering from mental disorders; H4: The quality of social connections with friends and family influence mental well-being among college students; H5; The absence of quality treatment alternatives for mentally ill college students influences their reluctance to look for assistance. The null hypothesis for the study includes H6: There are no significant differences in mental health status across different genders of college students.  
Research Methods
Population
The study will examine the mental health of a target population made up of individuals between 18-24 years old who are enrolled in one or more study programs at a certified college. This specific age bracket will be used because the study will mainly focus on young adults who are consciously responsible for making the majority of their life decisions. They must have completed secondary school educations and should be able to express themselves adequately. Additionally, the completion of secondary education guarantees a basic understanding of the research questions which will be used in the study. The study will also target individuals who are awaiting matriculation to evaluate how the circumstances before joining college influence the mental health of college students. Also, the study will include college counselors whose knowledge will be essential in estimating the levels of mental well-being among college students. Individuals from all genders will be suitable for the study.
Sample
The study sample refers to a suitable group of people who will be secluded to act as a specimen for the general eligible population. For this qualitative study, a non-probability sampling technique will be more appropriate rather than a probability technique because not all the college students will be viable for the study (Acharya et al., 2013). In non-probability sampling, the chances that a particular individual from the population will be selected as a participant are unknown to the researcher (Acharya et al., 2013). In this study, two specific non-probability techniques will be employed, which are purposive sampling and snowball sampling techniques. Purposive sampling is appropriate when an assorted sample is needed, such as in this study (Martínez-Mesa, 2016). As such, I will employ purposive sampling to shortlist the people with certain characteristics needed in the study such as their ages, college status, or being employed as a college counselor as applied in Brunson (2017). Subsequently, I will use snowball sampling whereby the shortlisted group will identify and propose other potential individuals with the same characteristics to be included in the study (Martínez-Mesa, 2016). For instance, the shortlisted students will assist me in selecting other suitable college students to participate in the study. Since my study is qualitative, I will use a relatively small sample size to enhance the depth and detail of information to be collected.
Procedures for Obtaining/Collecting Data
To promote the validity of the study, I will use the triangulation format of data collection whereby various methods are employed. More specifically, I will first employ one-hour face-to-face interviews at a location that will be picked by the participants to ensure that they are comfortable. For the participants who will not be available, phone interviews will be used. The interview questions to be used will mainly adopt unstructured and semi-structured formats to allow the participants to expound on their responses. Nonetheless, I will include few structured questions for the research questions requiring direct answers. In addition to interviews, I will use the student records with permission from the college faculties to confirm information regarding their admission status, and any other mental health-related records. Furthermore, I will observe the students’ discussions regarding mental health.
Research Variables: Dependent and Independent Variables
A research variable refers to a particular characteristic that occurs in different forms across the research participants (Kaur, 2013). In a study, the variables have to be identified to elaborate the connections between them (Kaur, 2013). Two types of variables will be relevant in this study, which are dependent and independent variables. The independent variable is the one that is examined to determine how its various forms impact the dependent variables (Kaur, 2013). In this study, the college students’ understanding of mental health will be the main independent variable, which will be examined to assess how it impacts mental health status among these students (dependent variable). Similarly, family and social connections will be independent variables influencing mental health status among college students (dependent variable). Additionally, the absence of quality treatment options and stigma surrounding mental health illnesses will be independent variables that will be influencing the reluctance to seek assistance (dependent variable).
As such, the independent variables in this study will include college students’ understanding of mental health, students’ family and social connections, college environments, the absence of quality treatment options, and the stigma surrounding mental health illnesses. The dependent variables will include mental health among college students, reluctance to seek assistance for mental health illnesses and academic and overall well-being of college students.
Research Questions
	This study will aim to answer the following research questions:
1. What is the current state of mental health among college students?
2. What is the current understanding of mental health among college students?
3. Which factors contribute to poor mental health among college students?
4. How does the college environment influence the mental well-being of college students?
5. What are the differences in perceived stress among college students before and after matriculation?
6. Are there any gender-related differences in mental health among college students?
7. What are the existing treatment alternatives for mentally ill college students?
8. Which factors prevent mentally ill college students from seeking help?
9. What are the current college-based initiatives aimed at enhancing college students’ understanding of mental health?
10. How can the college environment be modified to improve the mental health outcomes of college students?
Ethical Considerations
The ethical considerations will be addressed in this study by firstly obtaining informed consent from the participants before data collection. In the study, I will use both verbal and written consent. The verbal consent will entail a detailed discussion on what the research is about, and any possible implications of taking part in it. Additionally, the participants will be allowed to opt-out of the study at any time without consequences. Afterward, they will sign on formal documents to confirm the written consent. Additionally, the participants will be informed that they will not be compensated for the study during the acquisition of their consent. Also, the interpretation of results will be impartial and not influenced by my assumptions. I will also present the study findings to an approved body concerned with college students’ mental health for evaluation and critical analysis.
Risks of Harm
	The study will not have any significant physical risks of harm. However, there is a possibility of emotional harm if the participants are forced to relive unpleasant experiences when answering the interview questions (Bloor et al., 2010). Additionally, Bloor et al. (2010) point out that emotional harm can be caused by the participants hearing about unpleasant encounters experienced by other people. Such emotional harm can lead to various “physical and psychiatric symptoms including gastrointestinal problems, insomnia, and nightmares, headaches, exhaustion and depression” (Bloor et al., 2010). As such, I will be careful in presenting my opinions to the participants. Additionally, participants who are uncomfortable with a particular question will be allowed to skip it. Also, I will deliberately avoid controversial topics during data collection. Nonetheless, I will take responsibility for any harm caused during the study.
Privacy and Confidentiality
Since my qualitative study will entail gathering personal information about the participants, they will have to be guaranteed privacy and confidentiality for them to be comfortable. Apart from ensuring that the research findings are not available to everyone, I will exclude crucial information about the participants’ identities and demographic data when presenting the research findings. Additionally, any files containing individual information will be safely discarded after use to prevent anyone else from acquiring them. The gadgets used in recording the interviews will also have passcodes that will not be disclosed to any person who is not relevant to the research process. These gadgets will also be safely stored in secure locations. Lastly, the research information in the gadgets will be erased after the research is done. I will also take part in a training program to enhance my skills in the safe handling of the participants’ information.
Findings
Table 1 Common Mental Health Illnesses among College Students and Treatments
	Name of Illness
	Prevalence (%)
	Treatment Options Available

	1
	
	

	2
	
	



Table 2 Factors Contributing to Poor Mental Health among College Students
	Factor No.
	Factor Contributing to poor mental health among college students

	1
	

	2
	

	3
	



Table 2 College Environment Factors Influencing College Student Mental Health
	College Environment Factors that Positively Influence Mental Health

	1
	

	2
	

	College Environment Factors that Negatively Influence Mental Health

	1
	

	2
	


Summary and Implications
Consequently, the mental well-being of college students has constantly been decreasing in recent years. Nonetheless, there exists a poor understanding of the factors contributing to the low levels of mental well-being among college students. Due to their prominent position in society as the future workforce, poor mental well-being among college students needs to be addressed to avert a crisis. To understand the state of mental health among college students, this study will mainly focus on elaborating the college students’ perception of mental health and what informs these perceptions, the factors that lead to poor mental health among this group, the treatment options available, and how the college environment can be altered to enhance mental well-being among college students. As such, this qualitative study will utilize interviews, observation, and the students’ documents to gather information from a sample size of college students and counselors chosen through snowball sampling and purposive sampling. The information will be collected ethically after consent is obtained, and participant privacy will be maintained throughout the study.
Ultimately, the findings from this research will help us gain more information regarding the factors contributing to poor mental health outcomes among college students. This can form a starting point for the measures to adequately counter these factors. Furthermore, understanding how the college environment influences mental well-being among college students can help us determine how this environment can be altered for the best mental health outcomes among college students. Also, evaluating the efficacy of college-based mental health enhancement programs can inform us on how they can be improved. Furthermore, the barriers to seeking assistance for mental health illnesses can be identified, and appropriate measures to combat them outlined. Similarly, the treatment alternatives available can be enhanced.
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